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Abstract: Although children and adolescents are often
asked about their “dreams” about life, scientific studies of
“dreams” and related constructs are grossly inadequate.
This paper describes the findings arising from a review
study exploring the concepts of dreams, aspirations and
related constructs in children and adolescents. Besides
an overview of the concept of dream, conceptual features
and unique underpinnings of other concepts commonly
related to dream, such as “aspirations”, “hope”, “future
orientation” and “resilience” are presented in this paper.
The research questions surrounding “dream” and related
constructs in children and adolescents are presented and
future research directions are discussed.
Keywords: aspirations; beliefs in the future; dreams;
future orientation; hope.

Introduction
It is common for adults to ask children and adolescents
what dreams they have. In primary and secondary schools,
students are usually asked to write essays about their
dreams and aspirations in life. However, when we asked
whether the dreams of children and adolescents have been
scientifically studied, two observations emerged. First,
except the psychoanalytic literature on dreams, where
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dreams are regarded as the “royal road to the unconsciousness”, systematic investigations of dreams in children and
adolescents are sparse in the scientific literature. Second,
dreams in children and adolescents are not necessarily
described in a positive manner, particularly in Chinese
culture. Students who do not concentrate during class are
labeled as “daydreamers”. Young people who think big are
also regarded as dreaming the impossible.
While few systematic research studies on the dreams
of children and adolescents have been conducted, some
related concepts such as aspirations, beliefs in the future
and hope have been published. Benson [1] argued that
developmental assets are “building blocks of healthy
development that are essential for all youth, regardless of
their background” (p. 24). For example, one of the developmental assets conducive for positive youth development is
beliefs in the future, including the development of future
potentials, choices, goals and options [2]. Particularly,
Sun and Shek [3] asserted that “promotion of beliefs in
the future for positive youth development deserves greater
attention since there is growing research evidence demonstrating its positive effects on adolescent well-being” (p.
6). They recommended the provision of a supportive environment to encourage adolescents to internalize both hope
and optimism. Against this background, there is a need to
systematically review the scientific literature on dreams
and the related constructs such as aspirations, hope, resilience, belief in the future and future orientation of children
and adolescents to understand what factors shape their
formation and how they affect adolescent development.
With the financial support of the Bao Bao Bear Care
Foundation Limited, a collaborative research study was
conducted to understand the scientific underpinnings
of instilling dreams, aspirations, hope, future orientation and related qualities in children and adolescents.
The study attempted to investigate the positive impact
of such constructs on children’s and adolescents’ wellbeing and overall development, as well as to review existing interventions based on the related constructs [4]. The
Bao Bao Care Foundation was founded in 2008 following
the Sichuan earthquake to facilitate the provision of programs to children in Sichuan. As children should not be
deprived of experiencing a sense of hope despite adversity, the iDream initiative was established to inspire and
encourage children to explore their dreams and to help
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ensure their positive future orientation. With an emphasis of exposing children to the success stories of various
professionals, it is believed that children would be able to
understand the life trajectory leading to success and generate hope for their own future.
Based on the final report [4], three papers are included
in the present special issue. In this paper, the basic
concept of dreams and related constructs such as aspirations and future orientation are discussed. The questions
surrounding these concepts and the related observations are presented. Finally, the conclusions based on
the literature review are highlighted. In the second paper,
the methodology of the review and factors influencing
dreams and related development are presented. The last
paper discusses the existing interventions, instruments
and consequences of these constructs on child developmental outcomes.

Dreams and related constructs
Walt Disney once said that “if you can dream it, you can
do it”. Disney’s quote attempted to state the causal relationship between “dream” (the manifestation of beliefs
in the future) and “do” (action-taking to actualize the
“dreams”). However, the manifestation of these beliefs
depends on “can” – an individual’s ability to understand
the unique meanings of “dream” to himself or herself,
and the courage to create his/her own dream(s). Children
and adolescents have often been claimed as “big dreamers.” Yet the increasing trend of children and adolescents
feeling despair and hopelessness hinders their boldness
to “dream for the future” and threatens their holistic wellbeing and health [5]. Many educators, psychologists and
professionals in human services have placed an increasing emphasis on how to nurture hope for the future in
children and adolescents so that it helps to foster healthy
development [6]. However, in both Western and Chinese
contexts, there is limited research on intervention programs assisting children and adolescents in exploring the
meaning of “dream” uniquely to them.
Although there is scarce research about “dream”
with reference to future hope, there has been a bloom
of research on related concepts to “dream”, namely
“hope”, “aspirations”, “future orientation”, “resilience”
and “beliefs in the future”. It is therefore fundamental to
explore the meanings of “dream” and the related concepts
(hope, aspirations, future orientation, resilience and
beliefs in the future) to children and adolescents, factors
leading to the development of and possible outcomes of

having developed these attributes in youth and effective
interventions implemented to help youngsters nurture
these hopes and aspirations in their life experiences. In
this paper, we first outline the concepts found in the literature review.

Dreams
“Dreams” are a specialized area of psychoanalytic
research in psychology. Freud, an advocator of researching dreams, stated that the functions of dreams “as the
guardians of sleep” have two distinctive characteristics – “wish-fulfillment and hallucinatory experience”
([7], p. 131). The notion falls much into a psychologicalneurobiological perspective in understanding what the
meaning “dream” is. There is scarce literature reviewing
the concept “dream” apart from this framework. However,
the idea of “dream” in recent research of hopes and aspirations sheds light on some new interpretations of the
concept. “Dream” appears to mean an individual’s wish
for the future and shares certain commonalities with the
concepts of “hope” or “beliefs in the future” to manifest
an individual’s goals or beliefs in the present [5, 8]. In the
study of Juvakka and Kylmä [5], the researchers investigated the meaning of hope in adolescents with cancer and
the concept “dream” was often brought up by adolescent
patients. The adolescents expressed their understanding of “dream” as “extended toward the future quite far
away and they relate (dreams), for example to studying
and getting married and having children” or “being able
to travel or having a boyfriend or a girlfriend” (p. 195). The
“dreams” adolescents shared in the study were like the
Freudian explanation of “wish-fulfillment” yet no concrete plans or pathways were suggested (or not knowing
how) to actualize these wishes. The wish to “study”
and “establish a family” in their sharing, however, does
engender hope in adolescents and exhibits their beliefs in
the future.
“Dream” is “meng-xiang” in Chinese and it comprises
“wish” and “dream” (“meng”) and “thinking” (“xiang”).
The “xiang” could be the imagined wishes (“xiang-xiang”)
or the cognitive process of actualizing the goals (“li-xiang”).
In the Chinese context, no scientific study has been conducted to examine the concept of “dream” in adolescents.
In Li’s [9] action research, he assured the importance of
pursuing children’s own dreams in developing their moral
values. The dreams to be pursued are “peer dreams” (the
shared dream in adolescents), “great people dreams” (the
nurturance of leadership), “China dreams” (civic responsibility) and “world dreams” (the contribution made to
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the world). Though each dream is not explicitly explained
in this action research, the “dream” for Chinese children
and adolescents is not limited to individual pursuit but is
combined with cultural and national contexts.

Aspirations
In their conceptual review, Quaglia and Cobb [10]
asserted that aspiration consists of two components:
inspirations and future ambitions. “Inspiration” is experienced when an activity is perceived to be enjoyable and
exciting. One is aware of being immersed in the here and
now of life. “Ambition” is characterized by the perception that a particular activity is meaningful toward the
pursuit of a future goal. Based on the social cognitive
career theory, Rojewski [11] suggested that self-efficacy
beliefs and external socialization patterns including
gender, socioeconomic status and culture, as well as the
internalization of learning experiences are important
sources for aspirations. Thus, aspirations may be seen
as inspiration served to motivate students toward their
ambitions. Nurmi [12] explained the psychological processes of aspirations as motivation, planning and evaluation. Motivation pertains to “what” future interests
adolescents may have (i.e. goal-setting based on values
and interests). Planning is about “how” one may achieve
their prescribed goals (i.e. developing strategies). Evaluation is to do with assessing the possibility or extent that
the goals may be actualized. Aspiration has long been
perceived as a crucial psychological aspect of “a student’s propensity toward post-secondary education and
college attendance” and has been defined as the “educational and vocational dreams that students have for
their future” ([13], p. 346). This notion emphasizes the
role of aspiration in helping children and adolescents
in achieving educational attainments and successes in
their school and post-school years. Scholars have found
that aspirations contribute significantly to educational
and occupational achievements of children and adolescents [14, 15] and there are numerous studies investigating the relationship between academic outcomes and
aspirations, e.g. [13, 16, 17].
However, some scholars have suggested that aspirations could be perceived from a developmental perspective
and conceived them as future-oriented representations of
what individuals strive for in various life domains [18].
The meaning of the concepts “success” and “achievement” for children and adolescents is not only limited to
academic attainments, but is also extended to other facets
of life achievements. Aspirations or “career aspirations”
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may help elucidate many important career development
choices one makes across a lifespan (e.g. deciding on education pathways and making career-related choices) and
how one perceives the availability of resources and the
impact of social forces on one’s career or life opportunities [11].

Hope
There are numerous studies on the concept of “hope” in
various professional arenas (e.g. psychology, theology,
mental health and medical science). The theory of hope
advocated by Snyder and his colleagues [19] has aroused
much attention in recent literature. Snyder [20] defined
hope as “a positive motivational state that is based on
an interactively derived sense of successful agency (goaldirected energy) and pathways (planning to meet goals)”
(p. 8). The theory proposed by Snyder and his colleagues
[19] gives equal emphasis to both the “agency” and “pathways” and states that an individual’s hope level is not only
dependent on how one realizes his/her own goals (“pathways”), but also on one’s perceived ability (“agency”) to
achieve those goals. This theory has influenced much of
the recent research in conceptualizing hope to investigate
if hope (one’s agency and pathways) is relatively constant
or hope levels fluctuate with a given situation [21].
Hope is conceptually distinct from other strengthbased constructs like optimism [22] and self-efficacy [23].
Although both hope and optimism focus on positive happenings in the future, optimism refers to the belief that
“good rather than bad things will happen” ([22], p. 219) and
hope puts this belief into action and generates plans for the
future. Bailey et al. ([24], p. 168) explained this by noting
that “[o]ptimism theory posits that outcome expectancies
determine goal-directed behavior, whereas hope theory
posits that efficacy expectancies (agency) are equally necessary determinants of goal-directed behavior”.
Hope is a motivational construct found to be related
to various positive outcomes in children, adolescents and
adults [25]. High-hope children and adolescents have
been found to have expectations of success where obstacles are perceived as “temporary” and a high level of goaldirected motivation allows impediment to be channeled
toward “the best alternative way” [26]. Psychologists have
found empirical evidence to support that hope is related
to positive outcomes among youth including higher levels
of goal-directed thinking [19], better use of coping strategies and higher task performance [27, 28].
Despite attention to an individual motivation to
sustain hope in life, little attention has been given to how
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contextual assets help shape hope during childhood and
adolescence [29]. Te Riele [30] conceptualized hope in
terms of four practical resources: (a) a focus on the possibility, (b) critical reflection of life’s opportunity, (c) a
community of hope and (d) a positive culture for hope
to thrive. These four resources affirm the interdependence of individual strength (an individual’s perception of
possibilities and reflections) and the ecology (significant
others and the culture) around the youth to nurture hope
in children and adolescents. Yohani [8] observed that
hope could be nurtured in the context of caring relationships from significant others. In addition, for children,
caregivers’ ability to devise ways for goal attainment is
crucial to hope and adaptation [26]. These caring and
hopeful experiences of children and adolescents within
their ecology are important predictors of hope during
adolescence [31].
Factors engendering hope in children and adolescents are worth exploring with reference to their physical,
psychological or mental well-being and different cultural
contexts. More research is warranted to better understand
the conditions under which hope may operate and bring
positive impact as a psychological strength. For instance,
future studies may investigate the interactions between
hope and different life experiences of children and adolescents [6].

Future orientation
According to Seginer and Shoyer [32], future orientation is
an umbrella term encapsulating different aspects of future
thinking and the subjective image that one may have
regarding a future time point. Future orientation relates
strongly with the concepts “hope” and “aspiration”. It is
not to be mistaken with prediction of the future, but rather
what one hopes for (or wishes not to happen) in the future.
Future orientation is a complex and multidimensional
process [12]. It comprises an individual’s motivations, cognitive representations (to visualize what the “future” is)
and behavioral components. Seginer and Shoyer [32] have
stated explicitly the importance of “behavioral components”. There are two variables indicating the “behavioral components” – “exploration” and “commitment”. The
process of exploration helps one to determine the extent
to which one’s personal abilities, values, environmental
circumstances or social expectations are aligned with
future options [33]. The individual is seeking advice and
information regarding their future options in this process.
“Commitment” results in “a sense of knowing where one
is going” [34] and the resolution to pursue a particular

option. It is about continuity of the belief and concrete
action-taking to pursue the options. Both variables are
instrumental to children’s and adolescents’ future orientation toward future goal achievement.
Future orientation is particularly important in early
adolescence [35, 36]. During this transitional developmental stage, youth are often confronted with situations where
they are required to make choices. For instance, they may
be tempted to experiment with sex or drugs or to choose
their peers [37]. In the face of these situations, the ability
to look ahead to the future and speculate how present
decisions or behaviors may result in consequences in the
future become increasingly vital to successful navigation in this developmental phase. McCabe and Barnett
[38] contended that while youth do evaluate the realism
of their future plans, particularly in terms of their career
development, they lack the skills to generate plausible
solutions to overcome obstacles that may interfere with
the achievement of their goals, specifically family- or relationship-related goals. Therefore, better communication
and more assistance should be provided to help children
and adolescents understand what “future” means and
guide them in searching for their pathways.
Future orientation represents images of the futurerelating experiences or events subsumed under different
life domains [39]. Cross-cultural studies have found that
adolescents are mainly concerned with career, romantic
relationships and family (e.g. establishing a family with
their spouse) domains in life [35]. However, most of the
studies have primarily focused on adolescents’ understanding of future educational or career achievement. This
focus is consistent with findings about “aspirations” and
“hopes”. Many present intervention programs, as a result,
are exclusively focusing on examining youth’s career and
educational plans but ignoring the establishment of relationships and family plans. Future research may focus on
investigating children’s and adolescents’ perceptions of
and the difficulties encountered in relationship-building
and establishment of families. Moreover, outcome studies
may include variables such as academic achievement and
positive psychological and social adjustment.

Resilience
Research on resilience has been heavily focused on developmental psychopathology in the past few decades. Resilience has gained much attention from research about
positive psychology in recent decades and there has been
a shift of focus to investigating the relationships between
resilience and positive youth development [40, 41]. It
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relates to the concepts “optimism,” “faith and hope” and
“sense of self” [42]. Resilience is characterized by one’s
inclination to overcome rather than succumb to the effects
of risks [36, 43]. It emphasizes individuals’ strengths rather
than vulnerabilities [44]. Resilience is exhibited when one
acknowledges the presence of risks, adversities and challenges and willingly adapts or copes with the situation
[45, 46]. Resilience is understood to be a result of negotiations between individuals who identify themselves as
physiologically, psychologically and mentally healthy
and their environments in conditions collectively viewed
as adverse [44]. In other words, an individual’s resilience
develops in response to challenges, not in their absence,
and the individual has then the capacity and capability to
face these challenges.
In the comprehensive literature review of Khanlou
and Wray [44], resilience is regarded as a multidimensional concept and is (a) a process (rather than a single
event), (b) a continuum (rather than a binary outcome)
and (c) likely a global concept with specific dimensions.
When resilience is perceived as a “process”, it develops over time; depending on the interactions between
systems involved, the time period can vary across individuals and settings. As a continuum, the same individual can be in different parts of the continuum of
resilience depending on the available support systems
(e.g. family, school or community) and challenges faced
over time.
Resilience can also be experienced as a global
process, and there are specific domains of resilience
such as academic resilience or social resilience. Lee
et al. [41] summarized the existing literature of the
definition of resilience in the review and proposed that
three components, “capacity”, “process” and “results”,
should be encompassed in defining the concept. The
concepts “capacity” and “process” share some commonalities with the propositions of Khanlou and
Wray on “process” and “continuum”. The component
“result” is defined as the positive and beneficial outcomes resulting from successfully navigating stressful
events ([41], p. 2).
Although the concept “resilience” has been investigated and explored for several decades, Alperstein and
Raman [47] observed that research has predominantly
focused on physical health and less on determinants of
mental health concerns at the macro-level, “and even less
on emotional well-being and enhancing ‘coping’ or promoting resilience” (p. 269). Thus, it is recommended to
conduct research on resilience and evaluations on interventions of the role of resilience in promoting mental
health.
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Beliefs in the future
There is scarce literature conceptualizing “beliefs in
the future” in both Western and Chinese contexts. Catalano et al. [40] defined “beliefs in the future” as “an
internalization of hope and optimism about possible
outcomes” (p. 107), in which the concept “beliefs in the
future” entails the concepts of “hope” and “optimism”.
Based on the definition suggested by Catalano et al.
[40], Sun and Lau [48] stated that the concept includes
two components: (a) goal-directed thoughts, that is to
set achievable goals and pursue the goals with possible pathways and (b) goal-directed motivation, which
is self-efficacy derived from positive self-appraisal.
The thoughts and motivations reciprocally influence
each other and “rejuvenate” [3] when the goals are successfully achieved. In addition, these two components
encompass some common features with the concepts
of “hope” (the goals for the individual), “aspirations”
(the motivation of pursuit) and “future orientation”
(the wish that the individual would like to accomplish).
The concept “beliefs in the future” has been used
interchangeably with the concepts “hope” and “future
orientation”.
The above discussion outlines a brief conceptual
review of the concept of dream and the related constructs.
The review shows that most of the concepts share some
common features conceptually yet each concept has also
some unique underpinnings. The concepts under review
are thus evidently all crucial to children’s and adolescents’ development.

Questions to be considered and
future research directions
According to Wu et al. [4], with reference to the concept
of dream and related constructs, several categories of
questions should be raised for consideration. The first
category of questions is related to the basic concept
of dream and the related constructs. There are several
questions that researchers and practitioners should
consider:
1. What are the psychological, physiological and social
processes, steps and paths that lead to the achievement of a dream? If so, how and when?
2. What is the importance of practicality in leading children successfully to their dreams?
3. Should the “appropriateness” of a dream be considered? If so, at what stage of development?
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4. Is it advisable to do a reality check on dreams of
youth? Does this limit their future orientation or keep
them from experiencing disappointment?
Regarding the factors that influence the development of
dreams and related constructs, several questions should
be asked:
1. What motivates students to have a dream?
2. At what age is future orientation in children likely
to be seen? What contributes to delays or absence of
future orientation?
3. Should aptitude and intellectual ability be considered
in helping a child achieve his or her dream? If so, at
what stage of development?
4. What barriers do youth normally run into when trying
to achieve their dreams? When they face challenges/
barriers, what are the components that help these
young people overcome them?
5. How can teachers and schools support their students?
What are their roles?
6. How can peers support one of their own? What is their
role?
7. Do parents influence youth’s dreams? How can parents support their children? What is their role? What
happens if the child’s dream is not in line with the
parent’s dream for their child? How to come to a
resolution?
Concerning the consequences of having dreams and
related attributes, the following questions should be
asked:
1. Why is it good to have a dream? What are the general
and specific benefits?
2. What happens if one does not have a dream?
3. How will the youth’s dream help other people, the
community and the society at large?
Finally, for the existing interventions from the Western
and Chinese contexts, the first two questions are raised:
1. Should there be active intervention to shift the focus of
a child’s dream? If so, at what stage of development?
2. Is the assessment of talents, ability, passion and
interest important in helping children achieve their
dreams? If so, how should this be done?
As we focus on the concept of dream and the related constructs in this paper, we will discuss the first category of
questions. For the other categories of questions, they will
be addressed in the second paper and in the third paper.
Regarding the first question (i.e. processes and pathways),
the review conducted by Wu, Leung and Shek [4] shows

that there are very few developmental models to state
clearly the processes, steps or paths that lead to the development of a dream. In fact, there are unique ways for each
individual to achieve his or her dreams, which might be
influenced by the psychological, physiological and social
factors.
For the other questions, most of the existing literature emphasizes the possibility of the children and adolescents in searching for their own dreams or aspirations.
Some scholars cautioned the “practicality”, with a strong
emphasis on academic excellence, or “appropriateness”
(for example the parental or societal expectations) might
hinder the motivation and willingness of the Chinese
youth to search for their own future. Although some of the
children or adolescents will evaluate the realism of their
future plans, the search for the possibility is the “essence”
perceived by the youth when they search for future dreams
and the “reality check” might limit their orientation.
In view of the paucity of research on the concept of
dream and related constructs, Wu, Leung and Shek [4]
proposed several directions for future research in terms
of theoretical conceptualization of the concept of dream
and the related constructs. First, there is scarce literature conceptualizing the idea “dream”, yet the usage
of “dream” related to the concepts of “hope”, “aspirations” and “future orientation” is immensely common
in the media. The interchangeable usage of “dream” and
“hope” or “aspirations” suggests that theoretically there
is a need to provide a clearer differentiation among the
concepts. Empirical studies may be conducted to delineate the unique psychological constructs that differentiate the concepts from each other. The theoretical and
research literature on “dream” reflects little consensus
about definitions, with scarce well-developed conceptualization and operationalization of the concept. We
believe that concerted attention could be given to justify
strategies used to operationalize the concept and it is
crucial for the investigators to exercise caution in the use
of terminologies.
Second, earlier conceptualizations and research on
the constructs have focused predominantly on the individual. In more recent years, conceptualizations and investigations have moved beyond the level of the individual to
include other influential factors such as peers and parents.
Future research may adopt an ecological approach to
examine factors on the individual, family, school and
community levels that may impact on children’s and
adolescents’ hope, dreams, aspirations and future orientation. This research would allow for more holistic and
comprehensive theoretical models and shed light on the
psychological underpinnings of the constructs.
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